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ABSTRACT
Professional is Not Just a Title: The Value in Reclassifying Pennsylvania’s
Paraprofessional Educational Interpreters
By Marilyn Sterner
A thesis submitted to Western Oregon University

Master of Art in Interpreting Studies
December 2021
The desire and necessity to reclassify Pennsylvania educational interpreters from
paraprofessional to professional status needs to be addressed. Understanding the history
and need for interpreting services in the K-12 setting will provide a solid foundation for
moving educational interpreters forward to professionalization. The concept of applying
professional status to educational interpreters working in the Pennsylvania K-12 setting is
explored within the literature review. Within this study, I used qualitative and
quantitative approaches to collect data from stakeholders throughout the Commonwealth
of Pennsylvania. These stakeholders consisted of educational interpreters working in the
K-12 setting and agencies who employ these interpreters. The two separate surveys
further support the idea of reclassifying educational interpreters from paraprofessionals to
professionals. The data and research explored throughout this study guides the
conversation to further research in advancing educational interpreters working in
Pennsylvania’s K-12 settings to professional status.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
This chapter begins with my entry into and experiences with the field of
educational interpreting over the past 28 years. My fellow educational interpreter
coworkers and I have been considered paraprofessionals for the entirety of my career. It
has been a long-time desire of mine to see educational interpreters receive the recognition
of professional status and be compensated in a way that accompany such a status. Along
with my background information, this chapter will provide a Statement of the Problem,
Purpose of the Study, the Theoretical Framework and Organization, Limitations of the
Study, and a section dedicated to definition of pertinent terms for this study.
Background
Upon graduation from Bloomsburg University, Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania in
1993 with a Bachelor of Science degree in Interpreter Training, I entered the field of
interpreting within the state of Pennsylvania’s K-12 educational setting. My new
employer was an education service agency that provides special educational resources to
school districts within the state of Pennsylvania. The agency is referred to as an
intermediate unit, and Pennsylvania has a total of 29 intermediate units across the state. I
soon realized that I would be more than an American Sign Language (ASL)/English
interpreter. Interpreters hired within this intermediate unit were considered
communication facilitators with duties consisting of interpreting and functioning as the
teacher’s assistant in the Deaf/hard of hearing (D/hh) resource classroom. The
expectation and realization of being an assistant to the teacher was a foreign concept.
1

This role expectation or job description was not discussed during my interpreter training
experience. At that time within this specific intermediate unit, teacher assistants within
the D/hh classroom were also expected to interpret for D/hh students in their mainstream
classes. The majority of the teacher assistants I worked beside were not trained as
interpreters.
As the years progressed, the intermediate unit I still work for began to hire more
ASL/English interpreters and fewer teacher assistants for their Deaf education program.
These interpreters have a variety of backgrounds including Children of Deaf Adults
(CODAs), individuals who have earned two- or four-year college degrees from an
interpreter training program, and those who learned sign language from a church,
community sign language class, or a Deaf friend.
Due to the variation in backgrounds and lack of state legislative requirements at
that time, both interpreters and classroom teacher assistants were classified as support
staff under the paraprofessional contract. Other workers under this same contract include
bus drivers, secretaries, janitorial staff, maintenance, and personal care assistants.
In 2006, the state of Pennsylvania required the state board of education to set
standards for ASL/English interpreters working in the K-12 educational setting. These
new standards changed the title of Communication Facilitator to Educational Interpreter.
For the purpose of identifying this specialized group of interpreters, this title will be used
throughout the rest of this thesis.
Pennsylvania’s state legislation, in regard to educational interpreter personnel, can
be found under Title 22 Education, Chapter 14 Special Education and Programs
(Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2021). As of 2008, the state requires that
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educational interpreters be registered with the Office of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing
(ODHH) or hold a minimum score of a 3.5 on the Educational Interpreter Performance
Assessment (EIPA) in order to work with D/hh students. In order to be registered with
ODHH, the interpreter must hold a nationally recognized certification. This national
certification consists of tests that are recognized by the Registry of Interpreters for the
Deaf (RID) or National Association of the Deaf (NAD). The EIPA assesses an
interpreter’s skills on a scale of 0-5 and is not recognized by ODHH as a sufficient
qualification to register with the state (Boys Town, 2019; PARID, n.d.).
As the state moves toward requiring higher standards and expectations of
educational interpreters, should this specialized group be recognized as professionals?
With all of these requirements being implemented in the state of Pennsylvania, a
reclassification of educational interpreters needs to be explored.
Statement of the Problem
With the growing number of educational interpreters needed in the field of
education, there is a call for uniform and credible recognition of educational interpreting
as a practicing profession (Allen & Smith, 2001). Agencies and intermediate units across
Pennsylvania are required, under Title 22, Chapter 14, to hire only those individuals with
the proper qualifications and credentials. These regulations were established to provide
full access to all curriculum and extracurricular activities for D/hh students. If
educational interpreters are required to be highly qualified with specific credentials in
order to provide interpreting services to these students, they should be recognized as
specialized, practice professionals. Likewise, they deserve to receive the proper
recognition and compensation.
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Community ASL/English interpreters are required to hold national certification
and be registered with ODHH to work in Pennsylvania. They are recognized as
professionals and are required to complete 80 hours of continuing education to maintain
their certification within a three-year cycle (RID). There are some educational
interpreters who also hold these credentials but are not recognized as professionals within
the K-12 education setting. If educational interpreters are recognized as professionals
similar to teachers of the Deaf, they should receive more respect, compensation for
educational professional development, higher expectations and accountability, greater
access to professional materials and information, and higher living wages to support
themselves and their families. If educational interpreters receive this recognition, will the
benefits that accompany professional status lead to higher quality interpreting services for
D/HH students and enhance the quality of their education?
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore how educational interpreters view the
statuses of paraprofessional and professional. In addition, the purpose of this study was to
explore the concept of reclassifying educational interpreters as professionals as well as
the impact that reclassification may have on interpreters’ work performance and their
ability to provide higher quality services to Deaf and hard of hearing students.
Theoretical Framework and Organization
The theories of professional identity and professionalism can be applied to the
advancement of educational interpreters. Jecker (2004) discussed the theory of
professionalism and focused on some of the attributes aligned with a professional, such as
being knowledgeable, being skillful, and demonstrating commitment to excellence and

4

ongoing professional development, just to name a few. This study explored how
educational interpreters working across the state of Pennsylvania view their professional
identities and the impact this has on their work and ongoing professional development.
Harwood (2017) addressed the theory of professional identity of interpreters.
Harwood mentioned that credentials alone do not contribute to an interpreter’s
professional identity; it also includes experiences, competency, self-perception, and
confidence. Her research focused on the following three questions: What is the
professional identity of ASL/English interpreter professionals as a whole? What is the
individual’s professional identity in relation to their self-clarity concept? and How do
ASL/English interpreters develop their professional identity? These questions can be
asked of those individuals in Pennsylvania who specialize in educational interpreting who
are classified as paraprofessionals. Does the distinction of paraprofessional affect their
work performance? Do they have a self-perception of being “less than” professional, and
do they lack self-confidence because they are not considered professionals within the
educational environment? How do these levels of self-perception and self-confidence
affect the D/HH students receiving interpreting services?
Colbeck (2008) also addressed the theory of professional identity. Although her
focus was placed on doctoral students graduating and being integrated into the teaching
profession, there is a parallel for educational interpreters who are labeled
paraprofessionals. Expert judgement is required when dealing with daily and non-routine
issues (Abbott, 1988; Scott, 2002). A higher level of status brings with it more
expectations to handle critical decision-making required in the educational setting.
Paraprofessionals may not be expected to handle this level of responsibility within the
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school setting. As Colbeck (2008) stated, “Roles are externally defined by others’
expectations, but individuals define their own identities internally as they accept or reject
social role expectations as part of who they are” (p. 13; see also Stryker & Burke, 2000).
Educational interpreters are responsible for exercising expert judgment, yet at times they
may not be acknowledged for these important and impactful requirements because they
are viewed as paraprofessionals, who—by definition—work under the guidance of
professionals.
Limitations of the Study
This study solely focused on educational interpreters working in Pennsylvania’s
K-12 setting. For a more conclusive and inclusive study, this research would have
benefited from including some of the surrounding states, such as Maryland and Ohio, to
gather more information on the status and requirements of educational interpreters.
Without the inclusion of other states’ contractual agreements and expectations of
educational interpreters, the data collected is limited for advancing all educational
interpreters in the United States to professional status. This study was conducted using a
survey-based design; another type of design may have solicited more participation.
Definition of Terms
CODA: Children of Deaf Adults
D/hh: Deaf and/or hard of hearing students
Educational interpreters: ASL/English interpreters working in the K-12 educational
setting
IEPs: Individualized Educational Programs
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Intermediate Unit: a regional agency in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania that serves
a given geographical area’s educational needs and functions as an organization to provide
resources to local school districts
Intervener: a person who works with a deaf-blind individual
Paraprofessional: a trained aide who assists a professional person (such as a teacher or
doctor) (Merriam-Webster, 2021)
Practice Profession: a profession that requires a quality relationship between the
practitioner and consumer in order to provide complex, social assessments, judgement,
and skill to supplement the technical abilities required of the profession to be effective
with the service provided to the consumer (Dean & Pollard, 2013).
Professional: of, relating to, or characteristic of a profession (Merriam-Webster, 2021)
Professionalism: the conduct, aims or qualities that characterize or mark a profession or
a professional person
Professionalization: ongoing process by which professionalism is attained; a movement
towards becoming a professional
Reclassification: the act or process of classifying something again or anew (MerriamWebster, 2021)
Recognition: special notice or attention
Status: position or rank in relation to others
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
There is a variety of research related to the field of educational interpreting
(Johnson et al., 2018). The designation of these interpreters as paraprofessionals, even
though they are required to meet specific qualifications, is perplexing. Obtaining an
understanding of the rationale behind classifying educational interpreters as
paraprofessionals is driving this research.
History
An important aspect of moving the profession forward is reflecting on what led to
the need for educational interpreters. Understanding the establishment of this specialized
field of interpreting, and how it continues to evolve, may provide guidance for moving
forward to professionalization.
Swabey and Mickelson (2008) discussed the evolution of the definition of the
interpreter’s role over the past 40 years. There have been several models used to describe
the role of an ASL/English interpreter. Paradigms such as “helper'” and “conduit” suggest
the interpreter is a non-professional role. Many earlier interpreters were family members,
friends, or clergy. There were no specific requirements for interpreting, and there was no
compensation. Individuals who interpreted were providing services out of kindness, and
they volunteered their time. As the interpreting profession evolved and developed, these
models were redefined to incorporate the roles and responsibilities of this growing
profession. The model of bilingual/bicultural incorporated a more inclusive approach to
how interpreters are more than just helpers to the Deaf community. As Swabey and
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Mickelson (2008) stated, “Interpreting is a complex linguistic, social, cognitive, and
cultural process” (p. 51). Through adopting these new paradigms, interpreters began to be
recognized as practice professionals.
Legislation
Since the 1970s, several laws have been established to provide children with
disabilities equal access to education. These laws created a need for American Sign
Language interpreting services in the educational setting. In 1990, the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) was passed, requiring the education of all students with
disabilities. This act has since been amended and is referred to as the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
The inclusion of Deaf and hard of hearing students who require interpreting
services established an urgent need for interpreters to provide services in K-12
educational settings. School districts, organizations (e.g., intermediate units in
Pennsylvania), and agencies began searching for and hiring interpreters without having a
clear understanding of their role as interpreters and what role they would play on the
educational team. Not only were interpreters expected to interpret, they were asked to
tutor, to be a notetaker, and to assist the teacher with other duties. These other duties
placed upon educational interpreters have been a source of conflict and confusion about
the interpreter’s role in the K-12 setting (Swabey & Mickelson, 2008). The expectations
of these other duties and the uncertainty of the role of educational interpreters led to their
classification as paraprofessionals.
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Interpreter Education
The Cokely and Witter-Merithew (2014; see also Cokely, 2015) presentation
“History is a Relentless Master” provides statistics on the growth of interpreter training
programs from 1979 to 2014. Due to the rise in the need for interpreters to work in the K12 setting, there has been a resulting need to provide training and education to
interpreters to work in these settings. In the span of 35 years, there was a growth from 31
interpreter training programs to 147 programs. As of 2014, programs offer training from
the certificate level to the doctorate level (Cokely & Witter-Merithew, 2014).
Educational Interpreter Requirements
There have been four decades of investigations and research (see Johnson et al.,
2018) into the need for minimal requirements for related services personnel. Educational
interpreters are categorized as related service personnel and should be required to have
specific credentials and accountability, such as academic and professional credentials
(Johnson et al., 2018). As of 2012, RID requires a bachelor’s degree in order to be a
candidate for testing (RID, 2021). Yet in Pennsylvania, a bachelor’s degree is still not a
requirement for educational interpreters working with D/hh students nor is it required to
participate in the EIPA assessment.
Some states are beginning to recognize that educational interpreters should be
required to have accountability as related service providers. States may hold educational
interpreters accountable by performance assessments. The National Association of
Interpreters in Education (NAIE) currently displays a comprehensive list of each state
and its requirements for educational interpreters (NAIE, 2020).
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An organization known as Boys Town developed a diagnostic test in 1991 called
the Educational Interpreter Performance Assessment. There are two components offered
for this testing: written and performance (https://www.classroominterpreting.org). The
performance component is required in Pennsylvania with a score of 3.5 or higher.
Currently, the written component is not a requirement in Pennsylvania, but approximately
23 states do require it. According to NAIE, as of 2020, 42 states require a variety of
scores on the EIPA. The states’ legislation enacted and required is further evidence that
educational interpreters are practice professionals and deserve to be classified as
professionals.
According to Pennsylvania’s K-12 Educational Interpreting Chapter 14
Regulations (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2008), the state recognizes the
EIPA as a diagnostic tool to gauge one’s interpreting skills. The current requirement for
an educational interpreter is to achieve a 3.5 out of 5 and 20 hours per academic year of
professional development to work with D/HH students. The Pennsylvania Training and
Technology Assistance Network (PaTTAN) provides numerous workshops to assist
interpreters to achieve a 3.5 or higher on the EIPA, as well as to complete requisite
continuing professional development. From 2008 to 2013, PaTTAN offered a mentoring
program to provide support to educational interpreters preparing for the EIPA.
As of 2021, Pennsylvania only requires educational interpreters to hold a high
school diploma, a 3.5 or higher on the EIPA, and 20 hours of professional development
per school year to work with D/hh students. With the highest degree requirement only
being a high school diploma, this may be another reason why educational interpreters are
placed within the paraprofessional contract. Other positions in the paraprofessional
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contract include secretaries, personal care assistants, and teacher assistants. This
classification suggests interpreters are assistants and aides to the teachers, who are
considered professionals.
Practice Professionals
Dean and Pollard (2018) provided insight into what is required to be a practice
professional. Practice professionals must be technically skilled, exercise professional
judgment, and approach each situation with adequate cultural and social skills. This same
concept can be applied to educational interpreters. Educational interpreters are required in
the state of Pennsylvania to accumulate 20 hours annually of continuing education
through participating in numerous workshops, training, mentoring relationships; they
must also provide evidence of technical competency in the form of performance test
scores.
Along with these expectations, interpreters utilize interpersonal skills to provide
effective services for clients. Therefore, educational interpreters should be considered a
practice profession, as Dean and Pollard (2013) indicated, “where complex, social
assessments, judgements, and skills are crucial supplements to one’s technical abilities”
(p. xiv).
And yet, when considering the areas of salary, supervision, evaluation,
professional development and advancement, it does not appear educational interpreters
are achieving professional status. Working conditions instead point to the label of
paraprofessional or aide status almost without exception (Allen & Smith, 2001).
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Barriers to Professionalization
Varying Perspectives within the Field
Brunson (2004) mentioned how the label of “disabled,” when attached to the Deaf
community, also bleeds into the profession of interpreting. Individuals who worked with
D/hh people were considered to be helpers and provided only charitable services to this
community. Brunson discussed the 2001 Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID)
conference where professionalization was a topic of discussion. A motion was proposed
to require a minimal education to sit for the RID certification test. Education seems to be
a key element for recognition as a professional. The proposal faced opposition: Those
who had little to no educational background opposed the minimal education proposal,
and those with educational backgrounds in interpreting supported the motion. Even
though the conference ended without a decision, it sparked the conversation about what
should be required to move the profession forward.
Friedner (2018) examined different aspects of moving the profession forward.
Recognizing the conflicting viewpoints from individuals involved in the interpreting
profession must be acknowledged. As mentioned earlier, educational interpreters come
from a variety of backgrounds and experiences that have led them to the field of
interpreting. Some interpreters are Children of Deaf Adults (CODAs), and some are not
even related to any Deaf adults (NERDAs). These different viewpoints are important to
address. Under the section labeled CODA, Friedner shared a concern from a CODA
during her ethnographic research. There was a concern that interpreters who have no
close relationship with the Deaf community are in the profession only for monetary gain.
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If this were true, she questioned, did they have the right intention to serve D/hh
individuals?
From the viewpoint of the NERDAs, the concept of the legitimacy of CODAs
working within the profession was questioned. There were questions as to whether they
were too close within the community to render unbiased, faithful services (Friedner,
2018). It is important to acknowledge and to examine the varying perspectives of
legitimacy within the field of those practicing interpreting. If interpreters wish to be
recognized as professionals, support from each other and from the Deaf community is
crucial in order to move educational interpreters toward professionalization.
Market Disorder
Market disorder is associated with the imbalance of credentials and compensation
(Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2004). Within the ASL/English interpreting profession,
there is not one consistent standard for educational interpreters to possess. RID has
evolved and developed new standards over the years to provide stability to the profession.
In order for an interpreter to participate in the RID testing process toward national
certification, they must possess at least a bachelor’s degree. Once they become certified,
they are able to work in a variety of settings. Educational interpreters working in the state
of Pennsylvania, however, are not required to hold this national certification to work with
D/hh students.
The concept of market disorder within the field of sign language interpreting
highlights the implications of professionalization. Market disorder is usually associated in
the economic realm, but Witter-Merithew and Johnson (2004) correlated the relationship
between interpreting and market disorder. They provided an in-depth look at market
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disorder when discussing the professionalization of interpreters. What are the reasons
behind why interpreters are not recognized as professionals? Due to the minimum
standards for entry level educational interpreters, there is a lack of consistency and
professional requirements to gauge the services provided to D/hh students.
Furthermore, Witter-Merithew and Johnson (2004) discussed the implications of
not having qualified interpreters for clients. In chapter 1, a similar question was asked:
Does classifying educational interpreters as paraprofessionals lower the standards of
education for D/hh students? Witter-Merithew and Johnson (2004) addressed market
disorder within the education interpreting realm by acknowledging that unqualified
interpreters can have critical implications on D/hh students. If states are requiring more
and more credentials for interpreters working in education, this will address the issue of
market disorder within the educational interpreting field.
The Reclassification Process
In 2001, there was a strong suggestion for RID to establish an “Educational
Specialist” certification for educational Interpreters (Allen & Smith, 2001). With the
growing number of educational interpreters possessing a bachelor’s degree or higher,
they are matching the requirements of the professional community of ASL/English
interpreters. They stated: “The combination of a four-year degree, a satisfactory
assessment of interpreting skill and knowledge, and several years of experience could
form the basis for a Specialist Certificate” (Allen & Smith, 2001, p. 64).
From 2006-2016, RID recognized those educational interpreters who passed the
EIPA written assessment and received a 4.0 or higher on the performance assessment as
certified members of the organization. A review of standards for educational interpreters
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is posted on the RID website (RID, 2010). Still, this recognition did not hold the same
clout as “being RID certified.” An interpreter who holds a RID Ed: K-12 certification is
not allowed to register with Pennsylvania’s ODHH or work as a freelance/community
interpreter without a special waiver from the consumer.
RID’s 2010 Standard Practice Paper discussing K-12 educational interpreting
addressed the laws that require the need for educational interpreters and the qualifications
they need to work with D/hh students. Interpreters working in the field of education must
possess specialized knowledge and skills relevant to working with students of all ages.
Due to the moratorium RID enacted in 2016 on all their certification processes,
the recognition of the EIPA for educational interpreters was also placed on hold. As of
2021, the certification testing process has resumed, but the RID Ed K-12 is not being
offered to interpreters who are qualified. There is an ongoing and current desire among
interpreters to have RID reinstate this recognition and to establish an educational
specialist certification. Twenty years ago, Allen and Smith (2001) expressed the
importance and desire for their research to be utilized as a reference for creating and
educational interpreter specialist certification.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
This study used a mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches. This
combined approach was utilized to analyze the detailed and broader trends of
professional statuses of educational interpreters (Hale & Napier, 2013). To implement
these approaches, one survey was disseminated to educational interpreters to explore how
many educational interpreters, within the state of Pennsylvania, are recognized as
professionals and to find out what type of credentials they hold. Another survey was
designed to collect data from the employers about employed educational interpreters
within the 29 intermediate units in Pennsylvania.
Design
Two surveys were designed using Google Forms. These surveys consisted of
open- and closed-ended questions. By utilizing these types of questions, qualitative and
quantitative data were collected for analysis.
The first survey was designed for educational interpreters working in
Pennsylvania. The survey was divided into three sections. The first section inquired about
the demographics of the educational interpreter’s professional and educational
background. The second section related to their employer and job-focused information.
The third section focused on gaining insight into the individual’s perspective on the status
of educational interpreters within Pennsylvania.
The second survey was designed to collect information from the 29 intermediate
units throughout Pennsylvania. The five questions were designed to collect information
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pertaining to the number of educational interpreters their agency employs. It was also
important to receive information for the contract status of these educational interpreters,
whether they were classified as professionals or paraprofessionals.
Another method of collecting data from these intermediate unit agencies was by
telephone. If an email address and/or contact person was not readily available, a list of
phone numbers was compiled with the intent to reach out to each of these intermediate
units by direct telephone contact.
Population and Sample
One group selected for this research were educational interpreters working in the
state of Pennsylvania’s K-12 schools. An exact number of interpreters working within the
state of Pennsylvania has not been determined, and it is unclear how many interpreters
received the survey. The survey was shared with educational interpreters in the
Philadelphia area, Adams, Franklin and York counties, PARID and the educational
interpreters attending PaTTAN’s summer institute webinar. There were a total of 59
respondents.
The second population involved in this research were supervisors of the Deaf
Education programs in the intermediate units within Pennsylvania. Intermediate units are
public agencies that offer specialized services, skills and technology to school districts,
charter schools, and non-public and private schools (LIU 12, 2021). There are twentynine intermediate units in the state of Pennsylvania. I attempted to collect email addresses
and/or phone numbers of supervisors or coordinators of Deaf education programs within
all intermediate units. The goal was to determine the number of educational interpreters
and their status at each intermediate unit. When no specific program or supervisor was
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found, I called the intermediate unit directly to seek further information about the status
of educational interpreters.
Data Analysis Procedures
For both surveys, data were collected and analyzed through Google Forms. The
information collected was displayed in graphic format as well as in Google Sheets. For
the purpose of analysis, answers to both open-ended and closed-ended questions were
transferred into two separate Google Documents to better preview and understand the
information collected and to assist with further analysis.
Data were also collected via note taking during direct contact with individuals
over the phone. These written notes were then compiled into the Google document
created for the analysis of the overall intermediate units data collected during the survey.
The information received from the five participating intermediate units and the six phone
conversations were compiled into charts for further analysis.
After compiling all the data from the educational interpreter participants into one
document, I began to organize numbers and percentages from their responses. Charts
were reviewed and the summaries of percentages and numbers were compiled for each
question in the three categories of the survey: demographics, job-related information, and
individual perspectives on the status of educational interpreters in Pennsylvania. The
quantitative information was reviewed to compare and contrast educational interpreters
across the state who participated in this study.
The qualitative responses were analyzed for similar and contrasting content in
perspective about their current status and the future of moving educational interpreters
from paraprofessional to professional status. Some of the qualitative, open-ended answers
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were compiled into a word cloud application to visually highlight the reoccurring theme
of concerns and interests of paraprofessional educational interpreters who work in
Pennsylvania. The results and reflections about the data are provided in Chapter 4:
Results and Discussion.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The following areas of interest for educational interpreters were explored via the
survey, Pennsylvania American Sign Language Interpreters Working in the K-12
Educational Setting: educational attainment of educational interpreters, educational
interpreters’ credentials, employers, contract status, job level status, professional
organizations, IEP participation, salary satisfaction and benefits, and respondents’
perspectives about paraprofessional and professional status. Some of the respondents
serve in other capacities and roles, such as teachers of the Deaf and one deaf/blind
intervener. This was discovered by the responses gathered for job titles (Question # 1).
Fifty-nine of the respondents from across the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania clearly
communicated that it is important to them that educational interpreters be considered
professionals, not paraprofessionals.
The second survey, The Status of Pennsylvania American Sign Language/English
Interpreters Working in the Educational K-12 Setting, had five participating intermediate
units. The five questions in this survey were designed to determine how many
educational interpreters the agency employed; what the minimum requirements for
educational interpreters are and if these requirements were set by the agency, state or a
combination of both; what year these requirements were put into practice; and if
educational interpreters were on the paraprofessional or professional contract.
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Results
Education
The survey data collected indicated diverse educational levels and educational
backgrounds among educational interpreters in Pennsylvania. Fifty-one participants (over
86%) hold a degree higher than a high school diploma. Approximately 70% (41) of those
degrees are at a bachelor’s level or higher; the bachelor’s level is the standard minimum
degree required to be a candidate for testing by RID (see Figure 1).
Figure 1
Level of Education

Credentials: In Table 1, a list of various interpreting-related credentials are
shown. A total of 66% (39) of the respondents possessed the EIPA Elementary,
Secondary or both of these credentials. There was a total of 39% (23) of respondents who
stated they possessed the RID Ed: K-12, RID: NIC or general RID credentials. Three of
the respondents held other credentials, such as being an RID: Certified Deaf Interpreter
(CDI) and/or having a teaching certification.
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Table 1
Credentials
Organizational Credentials
RID
RID- NIC
RID Ed: K-12
RID (non-specified)
RID- Certified Deaf Interpreter
EIPA
EIPA-Elementary
EIPA-Secondary
EIPA (non-specific)
Other
Elementary Education & Special Education
Teaching Degree and Certification
None

Number of Holders of Certification
24
10
7
6
1
39
16
15
8
2
2
1

Employer, Contracts and Job Status
More than half (61%) of educational interpreters in this study were employed by
intermediate units across the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. Approximately 22% (13)
were employed by school districts (see Figure 2). A clear majority of respondents, 61%
(31), self-identified as paraprofessionals, while 20% (12) identified as professionals.
These results mirror the fact that the majority of educational interpreters are placed on a
paraprofessional contract within their organizations. With regard to some of the survey
results, the actual percentage of respondents who are considered to be paraprofessionals
(rather than professionals) may include individuals who perform more than one role
within their workday. That is, some respondents with multiple certifications and titles
may have responded as an interpreter, while others may have responded as a teacher or
other professional. This number was slightly skewed due to the fact that there were
teachers who took this survey and are considered professionals. So, it is still unclear
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exactly how many educational interpreters are considered professionals, yet the majority
in Pennsylvania are considered paraprofessionals.
An overwhelming majority, 88% (52), of respondents worked full time within the
K-12 setting, and of this particular group surveyed, about 31% (18) of interpreters work
in the elementary level (K-6th), while 56% (33) worked within the secondary level (7th12th). The range of years of experience within the K-12 setting was evenly dispersed
across participants. A total of 51% (30) educational interpreters responded that they have
1-15 years of experience and the remaining 49% (29) educational interpreters reported 16
or more years of experience within the K-12 setting.
Figure 2
Primary Employer

Professional Organizations
There are a variety of interpreting and educational organizations to which an
interpreter may belong. Organizations help interpreters with interpreters’ advocacy, skill
development, and involvement in client advocacy (NAIE, 2021; RID, 2021; PARID,
2021). Roughly 83% (49) of the participants in this survey reported they were a member
of at least one of the following organizations, RID, NAIE or PARID (see Table 2). Of 59
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educational interpreters who responded to the survey, 12% (7) of individuals did not
belong to any professional organization.
Table 2
Membership in Professional Organizations
Professional Organization
RID
PARID
NAIE
Other
None
ODHH

Survey Participant Members
20
15
14
7
7
1

IEP Participation
Educational interpreters are members of 504 teams (Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act pf 1973) and IEP teams. However, data from the researcher’s survey
indicate that only some interpreters are asked to participate in IEP meetings in any
capacity. Thirty-six percent (21) of respondents played a role as a team member
participating in the IEP meeting, while 19% (11) of respondents were not participants in
the IEP meeting. Twelve percent (7) of respondents participate in meetings solely as the
interpreter for the student, while 33% (19) participate as both the interpreter and a
reporting team member in the IEP meeting. Interpreters can, in fact, provide input at IEP
meetings while a second interpreter acts solely in the role of interpreter for the student at
the meeting, as required by IDEA (see Table 3 and Figure 3).
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Table 3
IEP/Team Member Role
Role
Team Member
Interpreter and Team Member (Both)
Non-Participant
Interpreter

# of Survey Participants
21
19
11
7

Percentage of EIs
36%
33%
19%
12%

Figure 3
IEP Team/Interpreter Participation

IEP Written Input
As noted above, educational interpreters are part of every student’s 504 team or
IEP team. In addition to being a participant in the IEP meeting, an interpreter’s input is
often part of the actual IEP document. This written feedback provides input that is
necessarily specific to the D/hh student’s use of the interpreter, the D/hh student’s general
understanding of the curriculum, and the student’s class participation. Responses to the
survey question about interpreters’ written IEP input varied. Overall, 71% (42) indicated
that they were asked to provide IEP input (refer to Table 4 and Figure 4).
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Table 4
IEP Written Input
Written IEP Input
Yes
No

Number of Participants
42
17

Percentage of Participants
71%
29%

Figure 4
IEP Written Input

Salary Satisfaction and Benefits
Survey participants were asked if they were satisfied with their salary. Nearly
56% (33) of respondents were not satisfied with their salary, while just over 44% (26) of
respondents were satisfied (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5
Job Satisfaction

Employers offered survey respondents various benefits, including health care,
retirement/pension programs, 401(k) plan, dental care, vision care, sick and personal
leave, paid vacation time, college reimbursement, and other benefits. Nearly 19% (11) of
the respondents noted they are offered no benefits (see Table 5).
Table 5
Employer Provided Benefits
Benefit
Health Care
Sick & Personal Leave
Dental
Retirement/Pension
Vision
College Reimbursement
Paid Vacation Leave
401(k)
None
Other (Union)

Number
48
48
47
44
39
22
21
11
11
5

Percentage
81.4%
81.4%
79.7%
74.6%
66.0%
37.0%
35.6%
19.0%
19.0%
8.5%
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Perspectives on Paraprofessional versus Professional
Survey participants were asked to provide a definition of the terms
“paraprofessional” and “professional.” Responses varied, but there were reoccurring and
overlapping terms in the responses (see Tables 6 and 7). One important distinction that
participants provided between the definitions of paraprofessional and professional was
that a higher level of education or a higher degree was associated with professional
status. Along with education, there was a strong agreement that a professional held the
proper credentials and certifications for their skilled job. A notable distinction between
participants’ perceptions of paraprofessional versus professional was that professionals
follow a code of ethics or conduct for their profession field.
Common responses about perceptions respondents had of paraprofessional status
included comments that paraprofessionals did not have a degree and/or prior education.
Perceptions about paraprofessionals included also that they assisted and supported the
professional teacher and the students. There was also a perception that paraprofessionals
do not have or need to hold credentials for their position.
Table 6
Terms Associated with Professional Status
Terms Associated with Professional Status
Educated/Degree
Trained/Specialized/Knowledgeable/Continues Trainings
Certified/Licensed/Credentials
Professional
Code of Ethics/Professional conduct
Skilled/Experienced
Qualified/Responsible
Respected/Higher status

Occurrences
31
21
19
13
12
10
8
4
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Table 7
Terms Associated with Paraprofessional Status
Terms Associated with Paraprofessional Status
Assists
No degree
No credentials/not qualified
No prior education
Supports
Minimal skill level
Lower pay
No code of ethics or conduct
Aide
Helper

Occurrences
16
12
11
8
7
7
4
3
1
1

Support for Professionalization
An important aspect of this research was to gather data of interpreters’ current
attitudes about the professionalization of educational interpreters. Survey respondents
were asked, “Would you support a change of status for interpreters working in the K-12
setting from paraprofessional to professional?” An overwhelming majority (78%, 46) of
respondents were in support of being recognized as professional interpreters. Some of the
respondents (20%, 12) chose “maybe” possibly due to the uncertainty of what
professionalization would entail (see Figure 6 and Table 8). One interpreter who chose
“maybe” responded, “The pay would have to be enough to cover health insurance
contributions” and another wrote, “I don’t want to be strapped with a load of paperwork
and extra professional development requirements [if I were to be considered a
professional].”
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Figure 6
Support for Status Change

Table 8
Support of Status Change
Support of Status Change
Yes
Maybe
No

Number
46
12
1

Percentage
78%
20%
1%

Intermediate Units’ Requirements
Even though there was a small sample of intermediate unit participants in the
Status of Pennsylvania American Sign Language/English Interpreters Working in the
Educational K-12 Setting survey, 100% (5) of them responded that their basic
requirements for educational interpreters were a score of 3.5 or higher on the EIPA, to
work with D/hh students. The mention of a high school diploma or degree was reported
by two out of five of the respondents. When asked if these requirements were the state’s
requirements or their specific intermediate unit agency, 4 responded it was both, and 1
reported it was the state’s requirement.
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Intermediate Unit Contractual Agreements
Of the five intermediate units that responded to the survey, The Status of
Pennsylvania American Sign Language/English Interpreters Working in the Educational
K-12 Setting, the majority (60%) of their employed educational interpreters were
classified as paraprofessionals. The other 40% were listed as not being a part of the
bargaining unit and a mixture of professional and independent contracting agreements
(see Figure 7).
Figure 7
Contract Status

Discussion
Throughout the past 40 years, the field of signed language interpreting has been
developing and expanding to include some specialized realms within the practice
profession. RID has offered special certifications for oral translation (OTC) and legal
interpreting (SC:L). Along with these two specialized certifications, RID also fully
recognized educational interpreters who achieved a 4.0 or higher on the EIPA and passed
the written component of the EIPA as certified members of the organization (RID Ed: K-
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12). As of January 1, 2016, all three specialized credentials have been placed on
moratorium and are no longer awarded. The RID Ed: K-12 distinction is still
acknowledged by RID for those who were awarded certification from 2007-2016 (RID,
2021). As of the date of this paper, none of the three have been reinstated.
RID has raised the requirements of candidates for certification; one must hold no
less than a bachelor’s degree. According to this requirement, there seems to be value in
interpreters having a higher degree of education to work within the field of interpreting.
This leads to the question: Where are the requirements for the specialty field of
interpreting in education? Interpreters working within this realm should be highly skilled
and qualified to provide services for Deaf and hard of hearing students. After all,
educational interpreters are providing curriculum and are fully involved as a member of
the educational team for each student they provide services to throughout the school year.
The majority (86%) of Pennsylvania educational interpreters who participated in
this survey possess a degree higher than a high school diploma. Whether or not these
degrees are directly related to interpreting, which was not studied or questioned within
this survey, it provides evidence of value being placed upon education. In future studies,
this should be an area for further investigation.
There is proof in the legislation that Pennsylvania values and acknowledges the
need to have a set of standards for educational interpreters to practice in the K-12 setting.
Currently, Pennsylvania requires educational interpreters to partake in a total of 20 hours
of professional development annually as well as hold an EIPA score of 3.5 or higher in
the appropriate level they interpret in (i.e., elementary or secondary). However, the
highest level of education required is a high school diploma (PARID, 2021). With RID
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raising their standards of education for practitioners in the field of ASL Interpreting, it is
time for Pennsylvania and other states to raise their standards as well for educational
interpreters working with Deaf and hard of hearing students.
Educational interpreters are members of the educational team and should be
included in IEP meetings and feedback (NAIE, 2019). At times, this may become a
conflicting role. If the student is present for their IEP meeting, ideally, there should be
two educational interpreters at each meeting. One interpreter should be there as a
participant of the team to address any interpreter issues or related content pertinent to the
student’s service needs. The second interpreter attending is strictly present to provide
interpreting services. Having two interpreters at an IEP meeting would help prevent
conflicting roles placed upon the interpreter and avoid the restriction to the flow of
communication.
The results related to salary satisfaction were surprising. One might assume that if
there was a desire for professionalization to occur within a practice profession it may be
heavily dependent on salary. The results contradicted this assumption. It is unclear if
benefits influenced some responses (refer to Figure 7 and Table 5). Part of an employee’s
salary are the benefits provided by their employer. The results for salary satisfaction were
split, with 56% (33) of respondents not being satisfied with their salary compared to just
over 44% (26) of respondents being satisfied. Future studies may wish to probe into
determining whether or not benefits play a role in salary satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
The participants of this survey were asked to express their understanding and
attitudes of the status of professional versus paraprofessional. A consistent response from
participants when asked to consider the difference between these two statuses was that
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professional status would provide “more respect” and “recognition of the specialization
of an educational interpreter.” Monetary benefits were also cited, but the overall theme
from the majority of the responses focused on the concept of being acknowledged as a
professional.
Another notable distinction made between paraprofessional and professional
status focused on education, qualifications and credentials, and being highly trained in
one’s field. The majority of the participants do possess what is considered, in their
perspective, to be professional qualifications. The results of the study show that there is a
high proportion of educational interpreters with higher levels of education, credentials,
participation in professional organizations, and accountability as a member if the
educational team.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
Throughout the course of this paper, the researcher sought a better understanding
of why educational interpreters are considered paraprofessionals. During the past four
decades, there has been much research and discussion about raising the standards of the
ASL/English interpreting profession. Fant (1990) expressed that originally interpreting
was not a full-time job. His opinion was that there would need to be a high demand for
interpreters and compensation to attract individuals to make interpreting a full-time
career. As of 2021, there is a high demand for educational interpreters, and it has become
a full-time career. There are several definitions offered in Merriam-Webster’s dictionary
for the word “career.” In all these definitions, the word “profession” is always present.
Some progress on the national level to guide the interpreting profession to a
practice profession level and recognition has been achieved. However, there needs to be
more advancement for educational interpreters. There has been some progress for
educational interpreters: the use of the EIPA and some states’ requirements of a specific
score on the EIPA for individuals to achieve, such as Pennsylvania requiring a 3.5 out of
5, in order to work with D/hh students. Yet, professional status is still not the case for the
majority of these interpreters working in Pennsylvania’s K-12 educational settings.
With four decades of research and federal and state regulations for educational
interpreters, there is strong evidence that educational interpreters are indeed a practice
profession (Fant, 1990). The majority of the Pennsylvania educational interpreters who
participated in this research possess professional traits such as holding higher levels of
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education, carrying professional credentials, and following a code of ethics. They hold
higher levels of credentials and education than are required by the state’s legislation.
They participate in continuing professional development and belong to their respective
professional organizations. In the 20 years since Allen and Smith (2001) reported that
39% of their survey participants working in Pennsylvania as educational interpreters held
a bachelor’s degree or higher that number has doubled. Educational interpreters in
Pennsylvania are also being held accountable with the requirements of 20 hours of
continuing education throughout the school year.
There is a call for more consistency throughout the nation for educational
interpreters to possess academic and professional credentials, proof of continuing
education, and a supervision and accountability system within their organizations
(Johnson et al., 2018). The majority of participants in this research highly desire the
professional status recognition and feel it is time to raise the standards of educational
interpreters in Pennsylvania. As more and more educational interpreters attain these
specific professional traits and credentials, the state needs to align their recognition and
reclassify paraprofessional educational interpreters to the status and title of a
“professional” and all that encompasses with such a distinction.
Suggestion for Further Research
How does the distinction of paraprofessional versus professional influence
educational interpreters? Investigating the professional and personal identity of
individuals with these two status titles would be beneficial. In addition, future studies
could investigate how these status titles influence the services D/hh students receive from
educational interpreters to access curriculum within the K-12 setting.
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Recommendations
It is time for the state of Pennsylvania to begin acknowledging those educational
interpreters who do possess the credentials and skills necessary to be a practice
professional within the realm of the K-12 education setting. If educational interpreters in
Pennsylvania wish to be considered and recognized as professionals within their field,
there needs to be a push to lobby the Pennsylvania Department of Education state
legislative body to revamp the requirements of educational interpreters and reclassify
them as professional interpreters. It is also recommended that the field of ASL/English
interpreting lobby for RID to reinstate the award of Ed: K-12 certification or create their
own educational specialist certification.
Deaf/hard of hearing students deserve to have the most highly qualified and
skilled educational interpreters providing them with full access to their educational
experience. They deserve to have each member of their educational team respected for
their respective roles. They deserve to not be looked upon as “disabled” with an “aide” to
help them throughout their day. The results of this study provide evidence that
Pennsylvania educational interpreters, who participated in this study, are practice
professionals. The time for reclassifying Pennsylvania educational interpreters from
paraprofessional to professional status has arrived.
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